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Hermeneutic Phenomenology as a Method for
Reflection in User-Centred Designing.

The proposed paper provides a contribution to the development of tools through
which design can reflect on its own efforts and effects. The paper discusses
hermeneutic phenomenology as a method for reflection on user-centred designing,
laying out some of its elements and validity criteria. It is hoped that this discussion
might lead to its wider adoption, or to further investigations into this and other tools
for reflection in design.

Stella Boess
Delft University of Technology
David Durling
Staffordshire University

Hermeneutic phenomenology was adopted as a method for critical reflection by
the first author (as designer) on their own activity of user-centred designing. The
user research and analysis for a user-centred design task had raised questions
for the designer.

Cherrie Lebbon
Christoper Maggs

Hermeneutic phenomenology was then used in order to reflect on the selfconception of a user-centred designer vis-à-vis those he/she designs for. The
phenomenon under investigation became that of knowledge generation from user
research in user-centred designing. This paper focuses on the methodology itself
and its application to design.
Hermeneutic phenomenology as a method for reflection on professional practice
was proposed some ten years ago by Van Manen, in the field of pedagogy. In the
context of the design research study being discussed here, two methods from it are
reviewed and adopted: the analytical and the exegetical approach to reflecti on on a
phenomenon. The analytical approach refers to theme analysis: deriving salient
themes within the phenomenon under study. The exegetical approach refers to a
critical ‘conversing’ with phenomenological sources that have previously dealt with
the phenomenon under study.
The application of the methodology resulted in some insights on the question of the
selfconception of a user-centred designer vis-à-vis those he/she designs for. What
came to attention was the relationship between a designer, those he or she designs
for, and the product that is being developed. Within design theory, there have been
discussions on the adversariality of a professional-client relationship, and it has been
proposed that shared satisfaction on a design outcome could be a criterion for a
better conceptualization of that relationship. Based on the reflection on the user
research activities undertaken, this paper proposes concrete ways of acting during
research and design that will help to enable a designer to arrive at satisfaction
shared with (prospective) users. A four-way relationship is proposed that includes a
designer, a person using products, a product and a product-in-use.
Another insight that was gained concerned the conceptualization and
communication of outcomes from user research within user-centred design. The
analytical and exegetical reflections on this question using the study material yielded
a critique revealing some shortcomings of the grounded theory analysis perspective,
as well as the development of a new perspective that took its starting point in the
concept of ‘generative metaphor’.
A formulation of research results is proposed that describes a present situation in
metaphoric form, as well as projecting towards possible future situations, which may
be helped to come about through a design activity.
Lastly, the paper briefly discusses how validity criteria put forward within
hermeneutic phenomenology have been adapted in the study to be of use for user
research within design. Two criteria are discussed: deployability and transferability.
Deployability refers to the degree to which a hermeneutic phenomenological study
gives rise to new insights that can find practical application. Transferability refers to
the depth of information such a study provides that allows transfers of its methods
and outcomes to future studies.
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HERMENEUTIC PHENOMENOLOGY AS A METHOD FOR REFLECTION IN USERCENTRED DESIGNING.
This paper seeks to contribute to the development of tools through which design can
reflect on its own efforts and effects. User research and the carrying out of a usercentred design task had raised questions on the self-conception of a user-centred
designer vis-à-vis those he/she designs for. Hermeneutic phenomenology was adopted
as a methodology for critical reflection on a designer’s own activity of user-centred
designing. This paper discusses hermeneutic phenomenology as a methodology for
reflection on user-centred designing, laying out some of its elements and discussing its
applicability to design. It is hoped that this discussion might lead to its wider adoption, or
to further investigations into this and other tools for reflection on design.
RESEARCH WITHIN USER-CENTRED DESIGN
The backdrop for this paper is a study on bathing for older people, which was conducted
in order to find out about users’ wishes and needs prior to designing in the context of a
user-centred design approach1. Outcomes were applied in design work on an ‘assisted
bathroom’. This type of room exists in many older people’s residences, so that carers
can assist people in bathing who cannot do so in their own flats. The qualitative study
with 24 residents of sheltered housing in England comprised focus group interviews
including visual work, individual interviews and photographic documentation. The
analysis followed a Grounded Theory approach (Polit and Hungler, 1997). It resulted in
a model describing how research participants sought to realize their needs and wishes
for bathing. In response to the results, the design work sought to
- answer cultural needs (“I’m not into putting on the style, not at my age, but I
would like a nice peach bathroom and peach curtains […] and […] a few flowers
in the window…”)
- realise usability: adaptability in use and low physical demands on the user;
unobtrusive safety. (“Grab bars [are for] them, the disabled”.) But (“Getting in and
out, it’s difficult, you know”)
- provide for an overall relaxing atmosphere (“I love a good soak. Get the Radox
going ...”),
The design work was evaluated by visiting again after the residence had been in use for
a year. Traces of use were documented; and short interviews with five residents, two
carers and a longer interview with the manager of the residence were conducted. The
evaluation showed that users of the room valued some of the design interventions, and
the question arose whether that could be reproduced in future work. Other aspects were
viewed negatively, and here the question arose how that had come about, and how it
could be avoided.
It was then that a reflection of the entire activity was embarked on: a reflection on the
situation of seeking to realise user-centred design. Its results have partly been reported
elsewhere (Boess, 2002 and Boess et al, 2002). The remainder of this paper discusses
the methodology that was used for the reflection: hermeneutic phenomenology.
BACKGROUND: WHY REFLECT ON DESIGNING? AND HOW?

1

User-centred design will not be explained here. See e.g. Boess (2004) and
many other sources for more information. Seminal publications are by Norman
(1990) and (1986). See also Rauterberg (2004) for lectures and extensive
references to further literature.

In 1983 (3), Schön diagnosed a crisis of confidence in the professions. A professional’s
actions were mainly legitimised by being founded on exclusive professional knowledge,
which could trap them into exercising unilateral control (Schön and Argyris, 1991:86).
But Schön thought that a designer-user relationship could also be seen as a cooperative
one. He proposed that designers should “share the taste” of the consumer, and listen to
the “back-talk” that came from consumers (in Bennett, 1996). Satisfaction could be the
reward for the risk that both incurred in engaging in communication with each other,
across the divide of being adversaries negotiating the sale of a specialized professional
service. Schön suggested that the characteristics of such a design situation could be
investigated through a ‘reflective conversation with the situation’ (1983:163). Knowledge
could arise from both parties in a situation through interactions, their side-effects, and
learning through surprises (Schön, 1983: 327,350). But he didn’t elaborate much on how
one could usefully reflect on situations of cooperation between designers and users.
For reflection on our study introduced above, additional guidance was therefore sought.
Schön’s proposals, according to Dorst (1997:66-67) were “based on a constructionist
view of human perception and thought process…. a designer is actively constructing a
view of the world based on his/her experience.” We construct consciousness of objects
all the time – and phenomenology is the invitation to do it on purpose, constructively
(Crotty, 1998:79). Van Manen (1990) proposed an approach he called hermeneutic
phenomenology2 for reflecting on professional pedagogical practice. Van Manen
explains that:
“Hermeneutic phenomenology …is a descriptive (phenomenological) methodology
because it wants to be attentive to how things appear, it wants to let things speak for
themselves; it is an interpretive (hermeneutic) methodology because it claims that there
are no such things as uninterpreted phenomena. … the (phenomenological) “facts” of
lived experience are always already meaningfully (hermeneutically) experienced [and]
need to be captured in language[…] (1990:180)
Van Manen appeals to the need to assign value to what one sees, for the sake of a
meaningful lived relation between pedagogue and child (1990). The applicability of Van
Manen’s methodology to user-centred design, lies in the relation that is also implied in
the term ‘user-centred design’, albeit that it clearly is a different sort of relation.
The reported outcomes of a hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry describe and
interpret the essence of a phenomenon, enabling a reader to live more thoughtfully in
the relation with the other. However, in the context of design one should also take
onboard the arguments by Coyne and Snodgrass, that “the Romantic terminology of
essence […] removes the concerns of design from the everyday world. It obfuscates the
concern […] with the social, cultural, political and physical forces” involved in design
(Coyne and Snodgrass, 1991:129). They argued, rather, that we need ‘hermeneutical
metaphors’ for design activity that reflect its intersubjective nature (Coyne and
Snodgrass, 1992:73). Schön proposed that:
2

Spiegelberg (1994:379) explains that a ‘hermeneutic phenomenology’ was developed by Heidegger, probably for
Sein und Zeit (Being and Time) (1927). Conversely, Van Manen (1990:180), also drawing on Being and Time, states
that “Heidegger’s hermeneutics has been described as an interpretive phenomenology.” Van Manen makes reference
to several phenomenologists in laying out his methodology: Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Marcel, Sartre,
Ricoeur, Gadamer and others. Van Manen (1990: 181) states that hermeneutic phenomenology is a human science,
and explains that “The term “human science” derives from Wilhelm Dilthey’s notion of Geisteswissenschaften. Dilthey
(…) argued that human (mental, social, historical) phenomena differ from natural (phyical, chemical, behavioral)
phenomena in that human phenomena require interpretation and understanding whereas natural science involves for
the most part external observation and explanation. (…)Dilthey sought to develop in hermeneutics a methodological
basis for the human sciences. According to Dilthey we can grasp the fullness of lived experience by reconstructing or
reproducing the meanings of life’s expressions found in the products of human effort, work and creativity. (…)To say it
differently, human science is the study of meaning: descriptive-interpretive studies of patterns, structures and levels of
experiential and/or textual meanings.”

“We need […] to become aware of the generative metaphors which shape our
perceptions of phenomena. […] A multiplicity of conflicting stories about [a] situation
makes it dramatically apparent that we are dealing not with “reality” but with various
ways of making sense of a reality. […]
In order to bring generative metaphors to reflective and critical awareness, we must
construct them, through a kind of […] analytic literary criticism, from the givens of
the problem-setting stories we tell….” (1992: 148-9)
Van Manen too acknowledges that all language is metaphoric in character. He notes:
“While on first sight any particular action may seem singular in meaning, intent, and
structure, action really is multi-layered, multi-dimensional, multi-relational, multiperspectival.” (1995:48). Meaning cannot be captured exhaustively. Metaphor is a
means through which experience is expressed.
Without delving too deeply into a discussion on ‘essence’, it is therefore assumed that
hermeneutic phenomenology can be taken onboard to reflect on stories arising from
experience. In the reflection on the study introduced above, two hermeneutic
phenomenological approaches were applied: an analytical approach and an exegetical
approach. Only the first will be discussed here, including some caveats about the
methodology that arose from its application in reflecting on design.
ANALYTIC THEME ANALYSIS
Van Manen suggests to structure the experiences one encounters into themes, which
one finds “embodied and dramatized in the evolving meanings and imagery of [the text
being written]” (1990:78). One can think of themes as, in Schön’s term, generative
metaphors that one constructs from the problem-setting stories arising during activities.
This is not primarily a theory-directed undertaking. Themes are descriptions of
experiences by a researcher/designer and by others. They accumulate, and are tacitly3
weighted. Emerging narratives can be grouped under ‘umbrella’ names or headings to
derive themes. Van Manen notes,
“phenomenological themes may be understood as the structures of experience (bold=
italic in orig.)”, […] “ultimately the concept of theme is rather irrelevant and may be
considered simply as a means to get at the notion we are addressing. Theme gives
control and order to our research writing.” (1990:79)
It is others who prompt theme reflection. Van Manen: ”… when living side by side with
adults, children soon prompt increasingly reflective questions. …Pedagogy is this
questioning, this doubting.” (1990:147) Transferred to user-centred designing, one might
say that through experiences of researching with and designing for users, one is
prompted to question increasingly reflectively what one is doing, and how one is
thinking about the others involved.
To analytically derive themes, we might, briefly said, ask questions like, is this
plausible? Is it possible? How is this experience lived? Without what would it not be
what it is? (Van Manen, 1990:91).
THEME ANALYSIS OF THE STUDY FOR BATHING
To show how theme analysis was applied in the reflection on the study introduced
above, the three themes that emerged are presented. They represent the structure of a
3

Van Manen (1990:113) and Schön (1983:52) both make reference to Polanyi in acknowledging the use of tacit, or
implicit, knowledge in creating meaning.

user-centred design situation. They were developed as a first step towards useful
guiding ideas for a user-centred research and design situation.
Integration: Integrating design issues towards user-centredness.
This theme was developed because it turned out to be necessary to integrate the
various perspectives that came to play in the design task. Having elicited potential
users’ needs and wishes, design work was produced. The later evaluation showed that
while some needs and wishes had been correctly recognised (users reaffirmed them),
design didn’t address them adequately. For example, the assisted bathroom staff’s
needs had been researched too, but as it turned out, not enough. There was not enough
provision for the storage of cleaning equipment in the room. That ended up being left out
in the open, which was perceived as a problem by all users. Then there were aspects of
the design that users liked, but which had not been closely based on the research. The
colour scheme, for example, was not based on participants’ diverse expressed
preferences. Instead, a warm tone was used that would make skin look healthy. So a
designer would need to prioritise in such a way that the needs of all users would be
researched, even when the main aim is that of realizing a user-centred design for one
particular group of users. And perspectives would have to be included through which it
is possible to mediate between diverse wishes.
Proximity: Getting close enough for long enough to learn about daily life preferences
In the evaluation, it also became apparent that the design interpretation of users’ needs
had sometimes been too literal, and other times not literal enough. Opportunities to
personalise the assisted bathroom had been given by providing ledges on the sides. As
it turned out, users kept forgetting personal things on the ledges. An extra table was
eventually placed near the door. That turned out to be the place where personal things
were usefully habitually deposited. So the theme of ‘proximity’ was developed because
of the need for enough proximity to users so that experience could be gathered of their
daily life situation.
Projection: Moving from an existing situation towards a potential one.
Reflection on the study brought the recognition that it can be problematic to design with
and for others whose lifestyle and circumstances may be very different from that of the
designer. A designer may have difficulty in distinguishing the potential and desires in
people’s lived experience from the circumstances constraining them now. While some
participants of the study had said “I’m happy [with my disabled shower]”, some also said
things like “this isn’t home” or “I’m ashamed of my bathroom”. Some of the environments
that had presumably been geared towards residents’ needs and wishes, were
apparently perceived by them as oppressive or limiting. Participants agreed that they
didn’t want “design for older people”. So a designer would need to be able to distinguish
between ‘being the problem’ and ‘being subjected to a problem’ - between aspects that
are intrinsic to users’ lives, and aspects a researcher/designer just attributes to them
because they are there.
CAVEATS ABOUT VAN MANEN’S VIEW ON THE RELATION
A four-way relationship
In Van Manen’s methodology, little weight is given to particular conditions or
characteristics of the experiences of research participants. Van Manen advises to try to
reduce the complexities in a phenomenon by freeing it from incidental circumstances
and situational particularities (albeit acknowledging that this must ultimately fail)

(1990:18). Any relation with things or the ‘thing world’ are only included by means of
anecdote to guard from too much reduction of a phenomenon, too much theoretical
abstraction (ibid.: 115-120). But the emerging phenomenon is seen, with this
qualification, as universal (ibid.: 22, 97).
Van Manen speaks of research as taking the form of a triadic conversation. In the
example of a hermeneutic phenomenological interview: “There is a conversational
relation between the speakers, and the speakers are involved in a conversational
relation with the notion or phenomenon that keeps the personal relation of the
conversation intact.” (1990:98) But design research involves one more ‘party’: the
product (or environment) as artefact, which a designer is also focused on. It is part of
the knowledge that needs to be generated for designing. The product as artefact would
have to be a fourth party in the conversational relation here, next to user and researcher
and the product-in-use. The product as artefact ‘speaks’ indirectly, through accounts of
interview partners or through observations of use, and so plays a part in the
conversation, too. So in design research, one would be dealing with a tetradic, a fourway relationship between designer, user, the product-in-use and the product as artefact.
The latter two deepen the reflection on user-centred design. It goes beyond only looking
at the designer-user relationship in itself.
Universal – for everyone?
Van Manen suggests that a phenomenological question to ask is: what makes a
phenomenon what it is, and without what could the phenomenon not be what it is (for
example: without what would parenting not be parenting?) (ibid.:107-8) The answers
inform the essence of parenting. In parallel, then, a designer’s question could be:
without what would product use not be what it is? Would users be users, without there
being products? Arguably, no. Without what could ‘someone who uses a telephone’ not
be ‘someone who uses a telephone’? How essential is ‘owning and driving a nicelooking, fast car’? Or wanting to live in harmony with nature? The activity of ‘using’, as
has been said of designing (Simon, 1969/81), seems subject to a partial artificiality. The
grounds for design, and for product use, hardly seem entirely “recovered” or “primordial”
(Van Manen, 1990:50). It is not clear how conflicting views about phenomena could be
resolved. Differences already proved salient within this very limited circle of research
participants, who were, after all, equally the researchers’ concern. Hermeneutic
phenomenology would have to be adapted to allow for differentiation in this respect.
Power in the relationship
It seems somewhat risky to think of a user-designer relation as similarly close and
power-laden as a pedagogue-child relationship. A designer may also have an interested
relationship with clients, for example manufacturers. A consumer might become less
free to keep a distance towards the persuasion that companies attempt (e.g.
advertising), or to reject and return a product that is ill suited for its purpose, if the
relation were so close. Applied to design situations such as those that have been
described, Van Manen’s conceptualization seems to allow for the possibility of binding
specific people to a specific product, of excessive control (see also Buchanan, 1998 for
a related discussion in design thinking). Hermeneutic phenomenology would have to be
adapted in this respect too, with an alternative conceptualization in which a designer is
not in a position of power over those she/he designs for.

CONCLUSION
Hermeneutic phenomenology can bring valuable aspects to reflection on user-centred
design, because its point of departure and central concern is a close and real relation.
Analogies from this relation can be drawn for the relation between designers and users
in user-centred design.
Aspects in which hermeneutic phenomenology would need to be adapted to be usable
for design reflection are:
- The physical and situational context tends to get sidelined. The triadic
relationship that is suggested would have to be extended into a four-way
relationship.
- The phenomenological tendency to universality doesn’t support very well the idea
of diverse lifestyles that is salient in design.
- The designer-user-relationship is not a relationship in which one party has or
should have power over the other.
In further work based on these conclusions, these aspects are addressed by taking
recourse to other theorists who have taken a more postmodern stance, and by using
that in order to develop a metaphoric way of thinking about the user-centred design
situation.
(ca. 2750 words)
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